















The Report Committee for Sharon Lyn Silzell 
Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis report: 
 
 
Miḥna and Muṣḥaf: 



















Miḥna and Muṣḥaf: 








Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  
The University of Texas at Austin 
in Partial Fulfillment  
of the Requirements 
for the Degree of  
 
Master of Arts 
 
 





Miḥna and Muṣḥaf: 
Caliphal Authority and the Written Qur’ān 
 
Sharon Lyn Silzell, M.A. 
The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 
 
Supervisor:  Denise A. Spellberg 
 
 
This thesis challenges previous historiography and suggests an alternative 
explanation for the first appearance in writing of the ḥadīth relating the collection and 
codification of the Qur‟ān.  Rather than equating this “sudden” appearance with 
fabrication, I argue that the ḥadīth were already in oral circulation, and put in writing in 
Abū ʿUbayd‟s Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān in order to serve the religio-political goals of the 
Abbasid Caliph al-Ma‟mūn (r. 197/813-218/833). I argue that Abū ʿUbayd‟s inclusion of 
the collection and codification accounts, which emphasize caliphal authority over the 
written Qur‟ān, were intended to support al-Ma‟mūn‟s campaign to control religious 
authority as exemplified in the Miḥna.   
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Muslim tradition holds that the Qur‟ān was collected, written down, and codified 
in the first half of the first/seventh1 century.  The earliest reports of the collection do not, 
however, surface in the Muslim written record until the early third/ninth century.  The 
narratives appear for the first time in the Faḍāʿil al-Qur’ān (The Excellences of the 
Qur’ān) of Abū „Ubayd al-Qāsim b. Sallām (d. 223/838) which relates the accounts of 
the authorization of the first collection of the Muslim holy book by the first caliph, Abū 
Bakr b. Abī Quḥāfa (r. 11/632-13/634), and the canonization of the text by the third 
caliph, „Uthmān b. ʿAffān (r. 23/644-35/656).2  Scholarly output of all genres is a product 
of the culture in which it was written.  As such, it has the potential to expose important 
aspects of societies shrouded by time.  Uncovering the motives for Abū ʿUbayd‟s 
inclusion of the collection and codification ḥadīth in his Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān expands our 
knowledge of the relationship between early third/ninth-century scholars and caliphal 
power prerogatives.  
This thesis challenges previous historiography and suggests an alternative 
explanation for the first appearance in writing of the ḥadīth relating the collection and 
codification of the Qur‟ān.  Rather than equating this “sudden” appearance with 
fabrication, I argue that the ḥadīth were already in oral circulation, and put in writing to 
serve the religio-political goals of the Abbasid Caliph al-Ma‟mūn (r. 197/813-218/833).  
                                                 
1 All dates are given in the standard Hijra/Common Era format.  I omit the isnāds (the list of the chain of 
transmitters found at the beginning of a ḥadīth).  I follow common usage and use “ḥadīth” for both the 
singular and plural, and because Abū ʿUbayd and Ibn Ḥanbal use this term for reports from the Prophet and 
his Companions, I do as well.  To make this study more accessible to non-Arabic speakers, when using 
Arabic plurals I generally add the letter “s” to the Arabic singular; I  also omit the blessings found after 
references to the Prophet and his Companions.  I have also standardized all spellings of the word “Qur‟ān.”   
2 Although the accounts first appear here, most scholars cite the Ṣaḥīḥ of al-Bukhārī (d. 256/870) as the 
source of the narratives. 
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Vying for control of the past pitted the Caliph against Ibn Ḥanbal (d. 241/855) and the 
community of religious scholars.  This unprecedented struggle ended with the defeat of 
the Caliph‟s control of religious interpretation, but left a resonance of how both sides in 
this ideological battle controlled the definition of the Qur‟ān was played out by two 
scholars, one aligned with the government, the other in opposition to the caliphal bid for 
religious authority.  
I argue that Abū ʿUbayd‟s inclusion of the collection and codification accounts, 
which emphasize caliphal authority over the written Qur‟ān, were intended to support al-
Ma‟mūn‟s campaign to control religious authority as exemplified in the Miḥna.  The 
Miḥna proclaimed not only that the Qur‟ān was created, but also that the Caliph had the 
right to make such determinations, determinations to which religious scholars must 
assent.  Muslims agreed that the Qur‟ān was God‟s speech, but there was a debate about 
what that meant and when that speech had occurred.  Literalist ḥadīth scholars, along 
with the masses believed the Qur‟ān was God‟s actual speech which could not be 
separated from him, and so was coeternal with God.  Rationalist thinkers like the 
Muʿtazalites, who maintained the absolute unity of God, viewed a coeternal Qur‟ān as an 
infringement on monotheism.  They believed God‟s speech to be metaphorical; his 
speech was not like human speech, but rather a created sound that cannot be heard by 
humans.  The Qur‟ān, like the rest of God‟s creation, was therefore created in time after 
God.3   
Al-Ma‟mūn, I argue, had a two-fold political purpose in promoting these ḥadīth.   
With the Miḥna, the Caliph claimed the authority to interpret the Qur‟ān, authority that 
                                                 
3 Michael Cooperson, Al Ma'mum (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 115. Tayeb El-Hibri, “The Reign of the 
Abbasid Caliph Al-Ma‟mūn (811-833): The Quest for Power and the Crisis of Legitimacy” (Dissertation, 
Columbia University, 1994), 301. 
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had, up until that time, been firmly the domain of the ʿulamā’ (religious scholars).4  The 
collection and codification ḥadīth provide a powerful precedent for the right of the caliph 
to control the definition of the physical Qur‟ān.  Al-Ma‟mūn promoted these ḥadīth, via a 
respected member of the ʿulamā’, in order to present evidence for his prerogative to 
control the interpretation of the Qur‟ān.  Moreover, the written Qur‟ān was an important 
part of the visual landscape in ninth-century Muslim cities.5  Whether in the mosque or 
the marketplace, all Muslims, even those who could not read it, would have seen the 
Book regularly.  By connecting the physical Qur‟ān with the caliphate, al-Ma‟mūn could 
impress upon the masses, on an almost daily basis, his doctrine of caliphal authority in 
matters of religious. 
 Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal, who famously refused to recognize the Caliph‟s right to 
define the Quran, responded to al-Ma‟mūn and Abū ʿUbayd by pointedly excluding these 
accounts from his mammoth ḥadīth collection, the Musnad.  The Miḥna was proclaimed 
at a time when the use of writing to preserve ḥadīth, legal rulings, history, and poetry was 
becoming more and more widespread.6  Including or excluding the collection and 
codification ḥadīth in a written composition would have had a substantial impact on the 
literate, and because written works were often transmitted orally and in public,7 the 
beliefs of everyday Muslims would also have been affected.  Al-Ma‟mūn, Abū ʿUbayd, 
and Ibn Ḥanbal used the Muslim past, as articulated in ḥadīth, in order to serve their 
ninth-century purposes.  
                                                 
4 I use this term as a convenience. The ʿulamā’ had not yet been established as a class during this period. 
5 See below pp. 8-12 and 22-23. 
6 Gregor Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, trans., Uwe Vagelpohl (London: Routledge, 
2006), 30. 
7 Samer Ali, Arabic Literary Salons in the Islamic Middle Ages : Poetry, Public Performance, and the 
Presentation of the Past (Notre Dame: Univeristy of Notre Dame Press, 2010), 15-16.  Schoeler, 37. 
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HISTORIOGRAPHY 
Historians disagree about the reason for the thirds/ninth-century appearance of the 
collection and codification ḥadīth in written sources.  John Wansbrough belongs to a 
school of skeptics who question the existence of Islam as a discrete religion in the 
first/seventh and second/eighth centuries.  He contends that the ḥadīth relating the 
collection and canonization of the Qur‟ān are forgeries; the Qur‟ānic text did not take on 
a fixed form until the third/ninth century.  Wansbrough bases this conclusion on the style 
and content of the text, and confirms his thesis with Joseph Schacht‟s argument that the 
Qur‟ān was not used as a source of Islamic law until the ninth century.8  Estelle Whelan 
responds to Wansbrough, and using epigraphic and textual evidence, ably demonstrates 
that despite minor variations, a canonical Qur‟ān was being used in the first/seventh 
century.9  
Unlike Wansbrough, John Burton does not question the existence of a complete 
Qur‟ān in the first/seventh century.  Burton does, however, accuse early legal scholars of 
fabricating and propagating the collection and canonization ḥadīth, effectively erasing 
and rewriting a momentous event in Islamic history.  In an extensive study, Burton argues 
that the Qur‟ān, as it exists today, was collected by Muḥammad himself.  Burton bases 
his argument on the important role of naskh (abrogation) in the articulation of Islamic 
law.  The conflict between Qur‟ān and sunna (the guiding behavior of the Prophet) 
necessitated the abrogation of Qur‟ānic verses, but it was unthinkable that the Prophet 
would have deleted anything from the Book of God;  legal scholars covered up 
                                                 
8 John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 43-52. 
9 Estelle Whelan, "Forgotten Witness: Evidence for the Early Codification of the Qur‟ān," Journal of the 
American Oriental Society 118, no. 1 (Jan.-Mar., 1998). 
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Muḥammad‟s collection and forged ḥadīth that credited the collection to the early 
caliphs.10   
Hossein Moderressi also saddles third/ninth-century scholars with the 
monumental task of expunging sacred history from the collective memory of the Muslim 
community.  Like Burton, Moderressi argues for a Prophetic collection, but attributes the 
fabrication of the compilation ḥadīth to Sunnī scholars attempting to answer claims of the 
superiority of ʿAlī‟ b. Abī Ṭālib (r. 35/656-40/661).  The collection accounts, which 
pointedly exclude ʿAlī‟s participation, were part of an “anti-Shīʿite polemic.”11  
Moderressi bases his argument, in part, on his assumption that al-Bukhārī was the first 
compiler to include the accounts in his ḥadīth collection.12  He is apparently unaware of 
Abū ʿUbayd‟s Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān.  Burton and Moderressi both posit theories of 
fabrication based on the sudden appearance of the ḥadīth in Muslim texts and attempt to 
explain the motivations for the forgeries.  The difficulty with these appearance theories is 
that all ḥadīth were initially transmitted orally, and every extant ḥadīth, regardless of the 
amount of time it was in oral circulation, at some point appeared in writing for the first 
time.  Equating written ḥadīth with forgery would mean that all ḥadīth were fabricated. 
This study challenges the forgery theories put forth by these historians to explain 
the timing of the textual appearance of the collection and codification narratives.  Rather 
than directly addressing the delay in the inclusion of the accounts by ḥadīth compilers, I 
examine the social and political circumstances of the early third/ninth century to explain 
Abū ʿUbayd‟s inclusion of the ḥadīth in his Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān.  Because Abū ʿUbayd 
was composing books in the early decades of the increasing use of the written 
                                                 
10 John Burton, The Collection of the Qur’ān (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977). 
11 Hossein Modarressi, "Debates on the Integrity of the Qur‟ān: A Brief Survey," Studia Islamica 77 
(1993): 21. 
12 Ibid., 14. 
 6 
transmission of knowledge, he and other writers of the period did not have many written 
sources on which to draw.  “Literary and scholarly material,” Shawkat Toorawa notes of 
this period, “was supplemented, not supplanted by the reliance on books and written 
evidence.”13   Evidence suggests that Abū ʿUbayd relied heavily on oral transmission in 
the majālis (scholarly learning circles) for at least one of his works.14  Because we cannot 
know what was being orally transmitted in the decades before these ḥadīth appeared in 
writing, I do not question the authenticity of these ḥadīth, but instead suggest motives for 
the authors examined here to include or exclude them in their works.15   
METHODOLOGY 
Abū ʿUbayd wrote Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān between 213/825 and 216/828, and the 
ḥadīth which concern us address the collection and codification of the written Qur‟ān 
which, in Arabic, is called the muṣḥaf (plural maṣāḥif).  I therefore limit my exploration 
of the circumstances surrounding Abū ʿUbayd‟s inclusion of these narratives to the last 
half of the second/eighth century and the first half of the third/ninth century.  In order to 
differentiate between the recited Qur‟ān and the written Qur‟ān in the primary texts, I 
rely on the writers‟ use of the term muṣḥaf.  The Lisān al-ʿArab written by Ibn Manẓūr 
(d. 711/1311-12) defines “muṣḥaf” as “The collection of written pages between two 
covers, as in one that is bound.”16  Ibn Manẓūr does not cite the term‟s use in connection 
with the Qur‟ān, which is inexplicable because in every case that I have found, the world 
                                                 
13 Shawkat M. Toorawa, Ibn Abī Ṭāhir Ṭayfūr and Arabic Writerly Culture: A Ninth-Century Bookman in 
Baghdad (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005), 18. 
14 The work is his lexicon, al-Gharīb al-Muṣannaf.  For a brief summary of evidence see Reinhard 
Weipert, "Abū ʿubayd Al-Qāsim B. Sallām," Encyclopaedia of Islam, Three (2011) (accessed 26 January 
2011).  For a discussion of majālis see Ali. 
15 I follow Richard Bulliet in considering ḥadīth, in part, a reflection of societal issues.  See Richard W. 
Bulliet, Islam: The View from the Edge (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 31. 
16 Muḥammad ibn Mukarram ibn Manẓūr, Lisān Al-ʿarab 18 vols. (Beirut: Dār Iḥyā  al-Turāth al-ʻArabī, 
1988), 7:291. 
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refers to the written Qur‟ān.17  Because of the impossibility of consulting every Islamic 
text produced during this period, I limit my examination of third/ninth-century texts  
primarily to the works indexed by A. J. Wensinck in Concordance et Indices de la 
Tradition Musulmane.18  I used the Indices both to locate instances of the use of the term 
muṣḥaf and to analyze the number of occurrences of the word in each of the indexed 
texts.  I am well-aware of the shortcomings of this approach; the term al-Qur’ān was 
used on occasion to refer to the written text, and I address one occurrence of this use in 
this study.   
The Musnad of Aḥmad Ibn Ḥanbal is the only work in the Indices from the early 
third/ninth century, so I supplement my examination of this period with Kitāb al-Ṭabaqāt 
al-Kubrā by Ibn Saʿd (d. 230/845).  For the second/eighth century I rely heavily on Mālik 
ibn Anas‟s (d. 179/796) al-Muwaṭṭa, which, along with the Musnad, have, according to 
Scott Lucas, “remained two of the most important religious Sunnī books for the better 
part of Islamic civilization.”19  This study addresses these authors‟ exclusion of ḥadīth 
which would become an accepted component of the Sunnī past. 
 
 
                                                 
17 Edward Lane does note in his definition of muṣḥaf that it is “generally applied in the present day to a 
copy of the Qur‟ān.” Edward W. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 8 vols. (Lahore: Islamic Book Center, 
1978), 4:1655. 
18 A.J. Wensinck, Concordance Et Indices De La Tradition Musulmane, 7 vols., vol. 3 (Leiden: Brill, 
1955). The works indexed are, in addition to the six canonical ḥadīth collections, The Musnad of al-Dārimī, 
al-Muwaṭṭa of Mālik, and the Musnad of Ibn Ḥanbal 
19 Scott C. Lucas, Constructive Critics, Ḥadīth Literature, and the Articulation of Sunnī Islam: The Legacy 
of the Generation of Ibn Saʿd, Ibn Maʿīn, and Ibn Ḥanbal (Leiden: Brill, 2004), fn. 200. 
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Chapter One: The Muṣḥaf in the Second/Eighth Century 
By the early third/ninth century the muṣḥaf played a significant role in Iraq.  Al-
Ma‟mūn, presumably, would not have chosen the written Qur‟ān as an instrument in his 
quest for religious authority if the muṣḥaf had not held a prominent and permanent place 
in other parts of the empire as well.20  An examination of the role of the muṣḥaf in the 
decades leading up to the Miḥna is needed to provide the necessary background for the 
actions of al-Ma‟mūn.  Daniel Madigan argues that the “full text of the Qur‟ān played 
quite a limited role in the early decades of Islam,” and “there was certainly little need for 
the complete Qur‟ān to have been carefully codified in writing.  One might say that the 
principal function of the Qur‟ān was to stand more as a reminder and as evidence that 
God had addressed the Arabs than as the complete record of what God had, or has, to 
say.”21  The Qur‟ān was “first and foremost an oral text,”22 and in an era when the vast 
majority of the population was illiterate,23 the oral and aural Qur‟ān was undoubtedly the 
text with which people were most familiar.  Textual evidence from second/eighth-century 
Medina indicates that the written Qur‟ān, the muṣḥaf, was part of their visual landscape; 
                                                 
20 Qur‟ānic writing had, of course, been a visible part of the Islamic world for more than a century.  
Because Islam rejected mimetic representation, writing was elevated as the primary means of conveying 
power and legitimacy.  The most well-known of these “images of the word” are the coinage issued by late-
seventh-century caliphs with statements of Islamic belief and the extensive inscription on the Dome of the 
Rock in Jerusalem. The Dome on the Rock was commissioned by the Umayyad caliph ʿAbd al-Mālik (r. 
65/685-86/705) and completed in 72/691-92, but al-Ma‟mūn had the copper plaque changed to credit 
himself with the building of this magnificent structure. Oleg Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 63. Whelan: 3. 
21 Daniel Madigan, The Qur’ān’s Self-Image: Writing and Authority in Islam’s Scripture (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2001), 51, 52. 
22 Fred Leemhuis, "From Palm Leaves to the Internet," in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’ān, ed. 
Jane Dammen McAuliffe(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 145. 
23 Jonathan Bloom proposes that “the ubiquity of writing” on everything from monumental architecture to 
everyday items “suggest that medieval Muslims were more likely to be literate – or at least familiar with 
writing – than members of contemporary societies elsewhere.” Jonathan M. Bloom, Paper before Print: 
The History and Impact of Paper in the Islamic World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 92. 
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early Muslims, long before the Miḥna and far from the political and literary centers of the 
empire, could see as well as hear that God spoke to them.  
THE MUSAF IN AL-MUWATTA’ 
References to the muṣḥaf by second/eighth-century Islamic scholars are, 
admittedly, scarce.  Although he several times relates the circumstances of the revelations 
of specific sūras, nowhere in his Sīrat Rasūl Allāh does Ibn Isḥaq (d. 151/768) refer to 
the writing down of the Qur‟ān during or after the time of the Prophet.24  While this may   
seems to confirm Madigan‟s supposition that there was no need for a carefully codified 
Qur‟ān, Mālik b. Anas provides evidence for the prominent presence of the muṣḥaf in 
Medina in the century before the Miḥna.  His al-Muwaṭṭa’ includes a chapter on the 
Qur‟ān (Kitāb al-Qur’ān), and although this chapter deals primarily with prayer and 
recitation, the first ḥadīth in this section refers to the written Qur‟ān: “In the letter that the 
Prophet wrote to ʿAmrū ibn Ḥazm: „No one should touch the Qur‟ān unless he is 
pure.‟”25  The most striking aspect of this ḥadīth is its use of the word “al-Qur’ān” to 
refer to the written text.  In the report immediately following this, Mālik clarifies the 
prophetic ḥadīth: “Mālik said: No one should carry al-muṣḥaf by its strap or on a cushion 
unless he is pure.  If that was permissible then it could be carried by its cover.”26  This 
change of terminology from “al-Qur’ān” to “al-muṣḥaf” when referring to the written 
Qur‟ān suggests that the term “muṣḥaf” may have been in use for a relatively short time.  
Because ḥadīth were transmitted orally in the first decades of Islam,27 and transmitters 
                                                 
24 A. Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ibn Isḥaq's Sīrat Rasūl Allāh (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1955). 
25 Mālik ibn Anas, Al-Muwaṭṭa’, 2 vols. (Cairo: Dār Iḥyā  al-Kutub al-ʻArabīyah, 1951), 1:199. 
26 Ibid., 1:199. 
27 On the transition from oral to written transmission of ḥadīth see Michael Cook, "The Opponents of the 
Writing of Tradition in Early Islam," Arabica 44, no. 4 (Oct., 1997). 
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oftentimes paraphrased,28 we have no way of tracing changes in terminology.  What is 
evident is that at some point in the decades previous to the writing of al-Muwaṭṭa’, the 
written Qur‟ān had become common enough to necessitate terminology to differentiate it 
from its oral counterpart.  Also evident, is that enough people came into contact with the 
muṣḥaf to warrant a ruling from Mālik about its handling.  
Mālik uses the term muṣḥaf only six more times in al-Muwaṭṭa’.  The first of 
these is in the Book of Purity (Kitāb al-Ṭahāra).  The ḥadīth recounts a man who was 
holding the muṣḥaf of a friend and touched his (own) penis.  The owner of the muṣḥaf 
told the man to go and perform al-wuḍū’ (ritual cleansing).29  The next use is found in a 
ḥadīth that six of the nine compilers indexed by Wensinck include in their collections.  
“Abū Yūnis, the mawla (client or freed slave) of ʿĀ‟isha, the Mother of the Believers, 
said: ʿĀ‟isha ordered me to write a muṣḥaf for her.”  The account continues with 
instructions for the mawla to let her know when he reached a particular verse that she had 
heard from the Prophet.30   The ḥadīth that immediately follows this one is almost 
identical; the only difference is that ʿAmr b. Rāfiʿ was “writing a muṣḥaf for Ḥafṣa, the 
Mother of the Believers;” her instructions are the same as those of ʿĀ‟isha.31  There is 
some evidence that these two mawlas may have been professional Qur‟ān copiers,32  and 
there may have been a specific area of Medina where al-maṣāḥif were copied and sold as 
early as the first/seventh century.33  Rafael Talmon shows that evidence exists that a 
second/eighth-century student at a grammatical school in Medina supported himself by 
                                                 
28 Christopher Melchert, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2006), 29-30. 
29 Mālik, 1:142. 
30 Ibid., 1:138-9. 
31 Anas, 1:139. 
32 For this evidence see Whelan: fn. 13. 
33 Ibid., 12. 
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copying the Qur‟ān.34  Estelle Whelan notes, “In those early years there must have been 
sufficient demand for the newly codified scriptures, both for public use in mosques and 
schools and for private study by wealthy patrons, to ensure employment for such a 
group.”35    
Mālik also includes a ḥadīth in which the written Qur‟ān is used to substantiate a 
legal ruling about dietary restrictions.  The ḥadīth reads: “ʿAbd Allāh al-Raḥman ibn Abī 
Hurayra asked ʿAbd Allāh ibn ʿUmar about [that which is] cast up from the sea and he 
forbade eating it.  Then ʿAbd Allāh turned and asked for al-muṣḥaf and read, „The catch 
of the sea and its food are permitted to you.‟”36  Mālik does not include a context for this 
ḥadīth, but it appears to be a study circle (ḥalaqa pl. ḥalaqāt) for students of Islamic law.  
These specialized learning circles were usually held in mosques as the mosque had been 
the venue for public discussion and education since the second or third decades of 
Islam.37  This singular ḥadīth is not enough evidence to argue for extensive use of the 
written Qur‟ān by second/eighth-century legal scholars.  These sessions, and the scholars‟ 
consultation of the muṣḥaf, do suggest that the Qur‟ān was both read and recited in the 
mosques and this dual usage would have been witnessed by the general public 
frequenting the mosque. 
For our purposes, however, it is Mālik‟s legal rulings concerning the muṣḥaf that 
are of the most interest because, to a greater extent than the ḥadīth, they reflect the role of 
the written Qur‟ān in second/eighth century Islamic society.  In the Book of Commerce, 
(Kitāb al-Buyūʿ), under the section on buying and selling gold, Mālik rules on the probity 
                                                 
34 Rafael Talmon, "An Eighth-Century Grammatical School in Medina: The Collection and Evaluation of 
the Available Material," Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Stiudies 48, no. 2 (1985): 228. 
35 Whelan: 13. 
36 Mālik, 2:494. 
37 Wael B. Hallaq, The Origins and Evolution of Islamic Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), 63. 
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of the commerce in embellished items.  He uses as examples swords, signet rings and al-
maṣāḥif.  He states that it is permissible to buy and sell these items if the value of the 
sword, ring or muṣḥaf itself, without the decorations, is at least two-thirds of the price of 
the item.  Mālik based many of his rulings on the everyday practices (ʿamal) of the 
Medinan community38 and this ruling appears to be of that sort because he states, “The 
sales continue to be permitted.  People buy and sell them.”39  Not only was the muṣḥaf 
being preserved in writing, it was being embellished with gold and silver and had become 
a commodity in the market.  The buying and selling of al-maṣāḥif was common enough 
during Mālik‟s lifetime, that is, in the decades leading up to the Miḥna, for this commerce 
to be used as an example in a general ruling.  This ruling could also have been intended 
to address price-gouging, which may indicate that the supply of al-maṣāḥif could not 
keep up with an increasing demand.40  These embellished Qur‟āns were not, of course, 
intended for use by the masses.  They would have been commissioned and purchased by 
the wealthy, literate elite, people capable of interpreting the Book on their own.  It was 
this interpretation by individuals that the Miḥna sought to bring to a halt. 
Al-Ma‟mūn‟s appropriation of the muṣḥaf was, however, calculated to impact 
more than just literate scholars.  Everyday Muslims saw the written Qur‟ān in the 
mosques and the market.  The Caliph chose a prominent part of the material world of the 
Islamic community as an instrument in his campaign for caliphal religious authority; al-
Ma‟mūn intended all Muslims to see, hold, or read the written Qur‟ān and connect it to 
the authority of the caliph.   
 
                                                 
38 Yassin Dutton, The Origins of Islamic Law: The Qur’ān, the Muwaṭṭa’ and Madinan ʿamal (Surrey: 
Curzon Press, 1999), 32-52. 
39 This ruling appears is repeated as an analogy in the section on sharecropping. Mālik, 2:709 and 636. 
40 I thank Samer Ali for bring this to my attention. 
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Chapter Two: Al-Ma’mūn and the Miḥna 
Abū alʿAbbās ʿAbd Allāh b. Hārūn al-Rashīd al-Ma‟mūn was born in 170/786 to 
the Caliph Harūn al-Rashīd (r. 169/786-193/809) and his Khurasānī slave concubine 
Marādjil.  Al-Ma‟mūn‟s mother died soon after he was born, and so he was raised by 
Zubayda, Harūn‟s wife.  As the son of a caliph, he received a classical education which 
consisted of reading and writing Arabic, arithmetic, and the Qur‟ān – which included 
memorization of the entire text. He also learned Arabic grammar, poetry, history, ḥadīth, 
fiqh (law), and kalām (dialectic theology and debate), and to calculate inheritances based 
on instructions given in the Qur‟ān.41  
Although he was the oldest of Hārūn‟s eleven sons, this by no means guaranteed 
him a future on the caliphal throne.  Probably under pressure from his Abbasid family, in 
175/796 Hārūn named his son by Zubayda, Muḥammad al-Amīn as heir apparent, and in 
182/798 or 183/799 the Caliph named al-Ma‟mūn as al-Amīn‟s heir.  The succession was 
announced in Mecca in 186/802, and in addition to naming al-Amīn as caliph and al-
Ma‟mūn as second in line to the throne, the succession document named al-Ma‟mūn as 
governor of Khurasan, which, at the time, constituted half of the Abbasid Empire.  The 
document we have today states that al-Ma‟mūn was to govern Khurasan without the 
interference of his half brother; this condition was probably added at a later date.42  Hārūn 
died in 193/809 and al-Amīn became caliph.  As governor of Khurasan, al-Ma‟mūn 
presided over the grievance court, lowered taxes by a fourth, nurtured relationships with 
and the loyalty of petty kings in the region – who would soon provide soldiers for al-
Ma‟mūn‟s army, and cultivated for himself an image of piety.43   
                                                 
41 Cooperson, 17-36. M. Rekaya, " Al-Ma‟mūn, Abū Alʿabbās ʿabd Allāh B. Hārūn Al-Rashīd," 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (2011). 
42 This is known as the Mecca Protocol, on which, see below. 
43 Cooperson, 42-7. 
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Wary of his brother‟s intensions, al-Amīn asked for the income of some Khurasan 
estates and the right to appoint governors and other officers in those regions.  This, 
according to the amended succession document, violated the terms of succession.  Al-
Ma‟mūn refused his brother‟s request, and in retaliation, al-Amīn named his young son 
heir apparent.  Al-Ma‟mūn responded by proclaiming himself Imām al-Ḥūda (The 
Spiritual Leader of Right Guidance), a clear challenge to al-Amīn‟s authority.  The 
Caliph reinstated the former governor of Khurasan, ʿAlī b. ʿĪsā, and sent him with an 
army to unseat al-Ma‟mūn.  Al-Ma‟mūn‟s general Ṭāhir, heavily outnumbered, managed 
to defeat ʿĪsā.  Upon hearing news of the victory, al-Ma‟mūn proclaimed himself Caliph.  
Ṭāhir then fought his way to Baghdad and besieged the city.  The siege was long and 
bloody, with street vendors and “riffraff” fighting to defend the city.  After fourteen 
months of bloodshed, looting, and destruction, al-Amīn agreed to surrender to Harthama, 
a trusted member of his father‟s old guard.  On 20 Rabʿa al-Thānī 199/25 September 813, 
al-Amīn, on his way to meet Harthama, was taken captive by Ṭāhir‟s men.  He was 
beheaded the next day.  The sources are mixed on whether or not al-Ma‟mūn had actually 
ordered the killing.44 
The murder of al-Amīn, the first regicide in Abbasid history, shocked the Muslim 
community.  This coupled with the suffering and destruction caused by al-Ma‟mūn‟s war 
against his brother made Baghdad an uninviting capital for a new caliph with dubious 
credentials; al-Ma‟mūn decided to remain in Khurasan.  Without a legitimate central 
government, the empire began to disintegrate, and ʿAlīd rebellions erupted in Arabia, 
Yemen, and Iraq.  In 201/817 al-Ma‟mūn attempted to pacify the ʿAlīds by appointing 
ʿAlī ibn Musa, the eighth Imām of the Shīʿī, as his heir apparent with the title al-Rida.  
                                                 
44 Ibid., 46-56. 
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Al-Rida died the next year and some sources claim that he had been poisoned by al-
Ma‟mūn.  The Caliph did not return to Baghdad until 204/809.45 
THE PROPAGANDA OF LEGITIMACY 
Al-Ma‟mūn‟s rise to the caliphate by means of regicide (and fratricide) forced the 
Caliph to legitimize his accession; he did so by instituting a series of propaganda 
campaigns designed not only to justify the regicide, but also to propagate his policies of 
centralized authority in all matters.46  One of the Caliph‟s more blatant attempts to justify 
the deposition of al-Amīn was the rewriting of his father‟s succession document, the 
Mecca Protocol, which clearly stated that the caliphate was to go unconditionally to al-
Amīn and then to al-Ma‟mūn.  Al-Ma‟mūn‟s amended Protocol attached conditions to al-
Amīn‟s accession, conditions to which, al-Ma‟mūn argued, his brother did not adhere, 
and the deposition and murder were therefore justified.47  Another cog in al-Ma‟mūn‟s 
propaganda machine was his taking, in 201/816-17, the title of God‟s Caliph, which 
along with his name, he had emblazoned on his new coinage.  The new title boldly 
proclaimed his “heightened religio-political pretensions.”48 
One of the more fascinating pieces of caliphal propaganda is a dream in which 
Aristotle appeared to the Caliph.  There are two accounts of this dream,49  but it is the 
earlier version which was propagated during the Caliph‟s lifetime that is of interest here:  
                                                 
45 Ibid., 57-60. 
46 Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad 
and Early Abbasid Society (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 1998), 84.  Examples of the Caliph‟s 
centralization policies include the centralization of the army, an attempt at firmer control of the judicial 
system, and reforming the coinage to make it uniform. Ibid., 80. 
47 Ibid., 84. 
48 El-Hibri, 119. 
49 The second version of the dream was promulgated by Yaḥhā b. Akthām (d. 242/856) and used to explain 
the translation movement and promote Aristotle‟s primacy among ancient thinkers. For the full text of this 
version and its uses see Gutas, 98 and 101-4. Al-Nadīm repeats this version calling it “one of the most 
definite reasons for the output of books.”  Abū al-Faraj Muḥammad ibn Isḥāq  Ibn al-Nadīm, The Fihrist: A 
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ʿAbdallāh ibn Ṭāhir relates that al-Ma‟mūn said, “I saw in my dream a man seated 
in the assembly of the philosophers, and said to him, „Who are you?‟  He replied, 
„Aristotle the philosopher.‟  And I said, „O philosopher, what is the best speech?‟  
He replied, „Whatever is correct according to personal judgment.‟  I said, „Then 
what?‟  He replied, „That about whose consequences one would have no fears.‟  I 
said, „Then what?‟  He replied, „Whatever the person who hears it finds to be 
good.‟  I said, „Then what?‟  He replied, „Everything else is the same as a 
donkey‟s bray.‟”  Al-Ma‟mūn said, “Had Aristotle been alive, he would not have 
added anything else to what he said here, since in [this statement] he collected 
[everything that needed to be said] and refrained [from adding anything 
superfluous].”50 
 
The relative position of ra’y (personal judgment) in regard to interpretation of the 
Qur‟ān and the sunna of the Prophet in determining legal authority was at the center of 
religious and legal discourse. The primacy of ra’y, which the dream emphasized, 
advocated unlimited authority to the person exercising the right to judge, which was, of 
course, al-Ma‟mūn. 51  As we have seen, the Ṭāhirids had deep connections with the al-
Ma‟mūn‟s caliphate, and because they created at their court a “cultural and ideological 
climate” that favored Abbasid policies, Dimitri Gutas suggests that the dream may have 
been invented by the Ṭāhirids themselves in support of the Miḥna.52 
The Ṭāhirids were by no means the only promoters of al-Ma‟mūn‟s policies.  A 
native of Basra, Al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 255/868-9) spent some fifty years in Baghdad where he 
wrote on an incredibly wide range of topics.  A part of these works appear to have been 
devoted to defending the Abbasid regime and promoting Mu‟tazalite doctrines.53  We do 
not have enough information about the chronology of al-Jāḥiẓ‟s books and essays to 
                                                                                                                                                 
10th Century Ad Survey of Islamic Culture, trans., Baynard Dodge (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1970), 583-4. 
50 Gutas, 97. Gutas argues that this dream was not meant to justify the Translation Movement, which had 
been in progress for decades. Ibid., 100. 
51 Ibid., 99. 
52 Ibid., 98.  Gutas posits other possible sources for the invention of the dream, all close members of the 
caliphal circle.  See ibid., 99. 
53 Charles Pellat, The Life and Works of Jāḥiẓ (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1969), 5, 7. 
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make unequivocal connections between his political works and specific political events, 
but it is clear that he was connected to and probably compensated by successive Abbasid 
caliphs.  At one point in his life, the compensation he received for his essays on  
“the caliphal question” was his only source of income.54   
It was the clarity and ingenuity of his writing that brought al-Jāḥiẓ to the attention 
of al-Ma‟mūn, and Al-Jāḥiẓ includes the Caliph‟s opinion of his work in his Kitāb al-
Bayān wa al-Tabyīn (Eloquence of Expression and Clarity of Exposition).  “When al-
Ma‟mūn had checked my books on the imamate and found that they were in accordance 
with his instructions…he sent for me.”  Al-Jāḥiẓ goes on to relate the Caliph‟s laudatory 
words which end with this telling statement: “Here is a book which does not require the 
presence of the author [to be understood], and needs no advocate; the subject is 
conscientiously dealt with, and profound thinking goes hand in hand with elegance and 
lucidity; its appeal is both to princes and the common people, to the elite and the 
masses.”55  This excerpt makes it abundantly clear that contents of at least some of al-
Jāḥiẓ‟s works were dictated by al-Ma‟mūn.  Equally clear, is the Caliph‟s intended 
audience; his crisis of legitimacy compelled him to attempt to convince the educated elite 
and the general public of both his right to the caliphate and the caliph‟s right to definitive 
religious authority.  Because he could reach both audiences, al-Jāḥiẓ was the perfect 
promoter of official doctrine. 
THE MIHNA 
Al-Ma‟mūn‟s campaign for religious authority culminated with the proclamation 
and eventual enforcement of the Miḥna.  The term Miḥna, in general usage, means a 
                                                 
54 Al-Jāḥiẓ reportedly received 5,000 dīnārs from al-Ma‟mūn‟s vizier, Ibn al-Zayyāt (d. 233/847) for his 
book al-Ḥayawān (The Animals). Ibid., 6. He also received a monthly stipend from the caliph al-
Mutawakkil (r. 232/847-246/861). Ibid., 7-8. 
55 Ibid., 108-109. 
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“testing” or “trial,”  but it has come to signify the inquisition ordered by the al-Ma‟mūn, 
and continued by his two immediate successors, al-Muʿtaṣim (r. 218/833-227/842) and 
al-Wāthiq (r. 227/842-232/847) which compelled the view that the Qur‟ān was created.56  
The Miḥna has been analyzed by a number of scholars, resulting in several interpretations 
of the motivations of the Caliph in imposing this particular view.  Although several 
historians attribute the Miḥna to the influence of Muʿtazalite thought, 57  as will be seen 
below, al-Ma‟mūn‟s letters suggest that the Miḥna was an attempt to enhance the 
religious authority of the caliphate.58  By al-Ma‟mūn‟s time, the ʿulamā’, a diverse group 
of religious scholars, had expanded their influence to include all aspects of religious 
authority, and this authority was respected at every level of society.  This scholarly 
influence was, of course, at the expense of the caliph.59  Because the application of the 
Miḥna was not limited to the qāḍīs (judges), but also included the fuqahā’ 
(jurisprudents), and muḥaddithūn (ḥadīth scholars), the Inquisition was an attempt to curb 
the influence and social standing of the entire ʿulamā’, who the Caliph saw as a threat to 
                                                 
56 M. Hinds, "Miḥna," The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (2011). 
57 Cf. W. Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought (Edinburg: Edinburg University 
Press, 1973), 145.; Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age of the Caliphate (London: Longman, 1986), 
163-4.; Walter M. Patton, Aḥmad Ibn Ḥanbal and the Miḥna (Leiden: Brill, 1897), 52.  For a response to 
these scholars see John A. Nawas, "A Reexamination of Three Current Explanations for Al-Mamun's 
Introduction of the Mihna," International Journal of Middle East Studies 26, no. 4 (Nov., 1994). This 
hypothesis is based, in part, on al-Ma‟mūn‟s letters which emphasize the Muʿtazalite doctrine of the 
absolute unity of God, which an eternal Qur‟ān, one coeternal with God, contradicts. 
58 Scholars differ on the level of caliphal authority prior to the Miḥna.  Crone and Hinds argue that early 
Abbasid caliphs actively sought religious authority.  Muhammad Qasim Zaman views the pre-Miḥna 
relationships between the caliphs and the ʿulamā’ as one of cooperation rather than competition. Patricia 
Crone and Martin Hinds, God's Caliph: Religious Authority in the First Centuries of Islam (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986), 80-96. Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Religion and Politics under the 
Early Abbasids: The Emergence of the Proto-Sunni Elite (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 70-118.  Scholars also 
disagree on the level of religious authority the Caliph was seeking.  Tayeb El-Hibri argues that al-Ma‟mūn 
was attempting to create a circle of religious scholars with a “uniform interpretation of religious law” who 
were dependent on political power to enforce legal uniformity. Richard Bulliet states that a judicial network 
such as this “provided al-Ma‟mūn and his successors with the human and organizational core of a 
centralized church.” El-Hibri, 300. Bulliet, 119. 
59 Nawas: 622. 
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his religious authority.60  I suggest that in preparation for the enforcement of the Miḥna, 
al-Ma‟mūn appropriated both the written word of God and the literary output of at least 
one member of the ʿulamā’ as a means of promoting his own religious authority.   
PROCLAMATION AND PREPARATION 
In his extremely short – less than half a page – entry in Tarīkh al-Rusul wa al-
Mulūk (The History of Prophets and Kings) on “The Events of the Year 212” (827-828 
CE), al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/923) includes this notice: “In this year, al-Ma‟mūn proclaimed the 
doctrine of the createdness of the Qur‟ān and the pre-eminence (tafḍīl) of ʿAlī b. Abī 
Ṭālib, saying he was the best of mankind after the Messenger of God.”61  Al-Ṭabarī does 
not elaborate on the means of the proclamation, nor does he mention any sort of response 
from religious scholars.  Indeed, the historian was silent on the matter, as it seems was 
the Caliph, for the next six years.  Al-Ma‟mūn spent these years quelling rebellions and 
campaigning against the Byzantines,62 and Tayeb El-Hibri suggests that the Caliph may 
have “intended to cover the new controversial doctrine with the popular religio-political 
enterprise of war.”63  It appears that during this period al-Ma‟mūn was also preparing a 
literary offense to support his campaign for religious authority.  He did so, paradoxically, 
by co-opting another influential member of the ʿulamā’, Abū ʿUbayd al-Qāsim b. Sallām.   
 
                                                 
60 Zaman, 106-112. 
61 Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad b. Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, The History of Al-Ṭabarī, trans., C.E. Bosworth, 38 vols., vol. 
32 (Albany: University of New York Press, 1987), 176-177. 
62 Ibid., 178-197. 
63 El-Hibri, 298. 
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Chapter Three: Abū ʿUbayd 
Abū ʿUbayd al-Qāsim b. Sallām, whom Lucas calls “the most significant member 
of belletrists of his generation,”64  was born in Herāt between 150/767 and 157/773 and 
belonged to a family who had adhered to Islam since at least the time of his paternal 
great-grandfather.  Abū ʿUbayd was probably in his twenties when he arrived in Iraq, 
where he studied philology in Baṣra and Kūfa. 65  He resided in Baghdad for a time 
before returning to Khurasan where he was a tutor for the sons of the governor, Harthama 
b. Aʿyan (d. 200/816).  He then tutored the sons of Thābit b. Naṣr b. Mālik.  When Thābit 
was appointed governor of thughūr al-Shām on the Byzantine frontier in 192/807, he 
appointed Abū ʿUbayd qāḍī (judge) of Ṭarsūs.66  He held this post from 192/807 until 
210/825.  It was this exposure to the difficulties of administering a frontier province that 
prompted him to write his most famous legal work, Kitāb al-Amwāl (The Book of 
Finance).67   
After leaving Ṭarsūs, Abū ʿUbayd settled in Nishapur under the protection and 
patronage of the Kurāsānī governor ʿAbd Allāh b. Ṭāhir (r. 213/825-230/842).68  The 
court of Ibn Ṭāhir, writes Lucas, “inspired a high culture of poetry, music, dialectic 
theology, and belles letters.”69  According to al-Nadīm (d. 380/990), “Whenever [Abū 
ʿUbayd] wrote a book, he presented it to ʿAbd Allāh ibn Ṭāhir, who bestowed great 
wealth upon him.”70  Abū ʿUbayd clearly had a strong relationship with and was 
                                                 
64 Lucas, 166. 
65 John Burton, "The Author: Abū ʿubayd Al-Qāsim B. Sallām," in Abū ʿubayd Al-Qāsim B. Sallām’s K. 
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66 Weipert. 
67 Burton, "The Author: Abū ʿubayd Al-Qāsim B. Sallām," 48. 
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69 Lucas, 151. 
70 Ibn al-Nadīm, 157.  See also C.E. Bosworth, "The Tahirids and Arabic Culture," Journal of Semitic 
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respected by the Abbasid regime; he reportedly received a monthly stipend of five 
hundred dīrhāms from al-Ma‟mūn.  The timing of this stipend is unclear, but appears not 
to be connected to the salary for his judgeship; it was, rather, part of the Caliph‟s 
compensation program for religious scholars.  Although the record is silent on Abū 
ʿUbayd‟s stance on the Miḥna, this caliphal compensation strongly suggests that he 
supported it; al-Ma‟mūn stopped the monthly stipend of ʿAffān b. Muslim al-Anṣārī (d. 
220/835) when he “refused to answer in the Miḥna.”71  Abū ʿUbayd prospered during the 
years he spent at the Ṭāhirid court (213/825-216/828), writing two books on philology, a 
legal work, and the work which concerns us, the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān.72 
Faḍā‟il al-Qur‟ān literature emerged in the early ninth century, initially as 
chapters in ḥadīth collections and then as separate works.  These works provide insight 
about issues concerning the role of the Qur‟ān in Muslim society.73  ʿAbd al-Razzāq (d. 
211/827) was one of the earliest writers to include a chapter on the excellences of the 
Qur‟ān in his ḥadīth collection, the Muṣannaf.  This chapter addresses issues pertaining 
to prayer and recitation, teaching the Qur‟ān, as well as the excellences of particular 
sūras and verses.  ʿAbd al-Razzāq makes no mention of the muṣḥaf, nor does he relate the 
collection and codification ḥadīth.74  Abū ʿUbayd was one of the first writers to compose 
an entire work on the excellences of the Qur‟ān.75  Al-Nadīm includes a list of “Books 
about the Virtues of the Qur‟ān” in the Fihrist; it begins with the work of Abū ʿUbayd.76   
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76 Ibn al-Nadīm, 80-81. 
 22 
THE MUSHAF IN THE FADĀ’IL AL-QUR’ĀN 
One of the most striking features of Abū ʿUbayd‟s Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān is the space 
the author allotted to the muṣḥaf.  The text of the published edition77 runs to 229 pages, of 
which ninety-six pages deal directly with the muṣḥaf.78  Nearly forty percent of the work 
addresses issues related to the written Qur‟ān.  This is a significant departure from the 
near silence on the subject in the previous decades.  As noted above, Mālik referred to the 
muṣḥaf just seven times in his al-Muwaṭṭa’.79  One of the Abū ʿUbayd‟s motivations for 
such attention to the written Qur‟ān is strongly suggested in the work itself.  The last 
chapter of the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān addresses treatment of the muṣḥaf.  The first section 
deals with buying and selling al-maṣāḥif, and the reports included are mixed concerning 
the probity of such activity.  The first report states unambiguously that selling al-maṣāḥif 
is repugnant.  The next advocates buying the written Qur‟ān but not selling it, while the 
next reporter admits to selling them and to like others who do the same.80  Abū ʿUbayd 
includes several more contradictory reports on the subject, but what is clear from these 
accounts is that the activity was obviously taking place and in a manner public enough to 
elicit questions about the activity.81   
The next several sections deal with the actual writing of the muṣḥaf.  The subjects 
include the use of diacritical marks, marking every ten verses in the manuscript, 
including or excluding the titles of the sūras, and embellishing the text with gold and 
silver.  Like the section on buying and selling, the opinions here are mixed.  Because they 
only rarely include a colophon, the Qur‟ānic manuscripts we have today are impossible to 
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date to specific decades.  Abū ʿUbayd provides clear textual evidence that the written 
Qur‟ān was part of the visual landscape of the early ninth century, and he may have 
included such an extensive discussion of the subject at the behest of the Caliph in order to 
both emphasize and legitimize the muṣḥaf.  The proliferation of written Qur‟āns, which 
may have been on the shelves of book stalls, were certainly seen by every Muslim who 
frequented the mosques.  They would have been an obvious visual ally for al-Ma‟mūn in 
his campaign to connect the written word of God with caliphal authority.   
THE COLLECTION AND CODIFICATION ḤADĪTH 
Abū ʿUbayd‟s long discussion on the muṣḥaf begins, however, with the chapter 
“The Writing Down of the Qur‟ān and its Collection and the Locations of its Readings 
and its Sūras.”  On the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās and ʿUthmān b. ʿAffān, Abū ʿUbayd 
relates the following ḥadīth: “When a sūra came down to him, the Prophet used to call 
upon someone to write, saying, „Put down this sūra in such and such place.‟”82  
Muḥammad, then, was at least partially responsible for the arrangement of the written 
Qur‟ān, but nowhere does Abū ʿUbayd relate a ḥadīth that attributes the collection of the 
entire Book to the Prophet.  Rather, the author follows the Prophetic contribution with 
this unequivocal report: “The first person who collected the Qur‟ān between two boards 
was Abū Bakr.”83  This is followed by an account of the collection: 
ʿAbd al-Raḥman ibn Mahdī related to us from Ibrāhīm ibn Saʿd from al-Zahrī 
from ʿUbayd ibn al-Sibāq that Zayd ibn Thābit told him:  Abū Bakr sent for me 
after the [high] casualties among the soldiers at Yamāma and ʿUmar was with 
him.  Abū Bakr said: ʿUmar has come to me and said: The casualties were heavy 
among the reciters of the Qur‟ān on the day of [the battle] of Yamāma and I am 
afraid that there will be more casualties among the reciters in other regions and 
then a large part of the Qur‟ān will disappear.  I am of the opinion that you should 
collect the Qur‟ān.  And I [Abū Bakr] said to him [ʿUmar]: How can I do 
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something that the messenger of God did not do? He [ʿUmar] said to me: By God 
it is a good thing.  And ʿUmar did not stop pressing me about it until God opened 
my heart to [the idea] and I was of the [same] opinion as ʿUmar.  And Abū Bakr 
added: You are an intelligent young man and we do not suspect you [of 
dishonesty, dishonorable actions] and you used to write down the Revelations for 
the Messenger of God so look for the Qur‟ān and collect it.  Zayd said: By God if 
he [Abū Bakr] had commissioned me to move a mountain from its mountain 
range it would not be a greater burden on me than that.  And I [Zayd] said: How 
can you do something the messenger of God did not do?  Abū Bakr said: By God 
it is a good thing.  Abū Bakr and ʿUmar continued to press me on that until God 
opened my heart for that which he had opened the hearts of [Abū Bakr and 
ʿUmar].  So I looked for the Qur‟ān and I collected it from [pieces of] parchment 
and stalks of date palm and thin white stones and from the hearts of men.  I found 
the last sūra with Khuzayma ibn Thābit: <Now a Messenger has come from 
amongst you and it grieves him that you are injured.>  to the last of it until the end 
of the sūra. 
ʿAbd al-Raḥman said: a man related to me from „Ibrāhīm ibn Saʿd this ḥadīth: 
The page [i.e. the scroll] was kept by Abū Bakr until he died, then ʿUmar kept it 
until he died, then Ḥafṣa [ʿUmar‟s daughter] kept it.84 
The written Qur‟ān, according to this report, had been authorized by Abū Bakr, 
the first caliph in the two crucial years after the death of the Prophets, and instigated by 
ʿUmar, who would soon succeed Abū Bakr as the second caliph.  The account also 
emphasizes the justification for going against the sunna of the Prophet; the preservation 
of the Qur‟ān was important enough to allow for this innovation.  More importantly, the 
caliph has the authority to undertake such innovation.  This report is followed by the 
account of the codification and distribution of the muṣḥaf by ʿUthmān: 
ʿAbd al-Raḥman said: „Ibrahīm ibn Saʿd related to us from al-Zahrī from Anas 
ibn Mālik that: Hudhayfa ibn al-Yamān was campaigning with the people of Syria 
and the people of Iraq in the opening of Armenia and Azerbaijan where their 
differences in [the recitation] of the Qur‟ān alarmed him.  He said to ʿUthmān: O 
Commander of the Faithful, preserve this community before they differ in the 
Book like the Jews and the Christians.  So ʿUthmān sent [a message] to Ḥafṣa 
[telling her] to bring us the scroll so we may copy it into al-maṣāḥif then we will 
return it to you. So Ḥafṣa brought the scroll to ʿUthmān and ʿUthmān sent for 
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Zayd ibn Thābit and ʿAbd Allāh bin Zabīr and Saʿīd ibn ʿAṣ and ʿAbd al-Raḥman 
ibn al-Ḥarīth ibn Hishām and commanded them to copy the scroll into al-maṣāḥif.  
Then he said to the group of three Qurayshī: When you and Zayd differ, then 
write it in the dialect (bi-lisān) of the Quraysh because it was revealed in their 
dialect.   When they had copied the scroll into al-maṣāḥif  ʿUthmān sent a 
delegation to each province with a muṣḥaf from those they had copied.  Then he 
ordered that every page or muṣḥaf, with the exception of that Qur‟ān, be torn up 
or burned.85 
 
Several components of this account stand out.  The most obvious is the consensus 
that a codified scripture is necessary for the continuing unity of the Islamic community. 
In this instance not even Zayd ibn Thābit hesitates to execute ʿUthmān‟s order.  While 
Zayd‟s willingness to participate in the codification process may have been motivated by 
his personal conviction that such a project was necessary, implicit in the narrative is the 
caliph‟s right to propose and implement the canonization of the written Qur‟ān and to 
order unauthorized maṣāḥif destroyed.  There is no discussion about the sunna of the 
Prophet.  This caliphal authority over the written Qur‟ān, the right to not only determine 
its content, but also to order any copies which differed from the authorized version 
destroyed,  parallels al-Ma‟mūn‟s claim to caliphal authority over the interpretation of the 
text.   
ʿUthmān, the third caliph, ordered four devout Muslims, all well-versed in the 
Qur‟ān, to produce a definitive manuscript and to use as a source text the Qur‟ān whose 
compilation was suggested by ʿUmar, the second caliph, and ordered by Abū Bakr, the 
first caliph.  Noticeably absent from this process is the fourth caliph, ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib 
(r. 35/656-40/661).  Although the ḥadīth transmitted by Abū ʿUbayd does not include 
him in the compilation or the canonization process, he does give ʿAlī space to voice his 
approval of the project: “ʿAlī said about it: If I had been in charge, I would have done 
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with al-maṣāḥif what ʿUthmān did”86   ʿAlī is referring here not only to the canonization 
project but also to ʿUthmān‟s order that all other Qur‟ānic texts be destroyed.  With ʿAlī‟s 
endorsement of ʿUthmān‟s actions, the compilation and canonization of the written 
Qur‟ān has become a venture sanctioned by all four of the Rāshidūn (the Rightly-Guided 
Caliphs); caliphal authority and the Qur‟ān are securely linked. 
The collection and codification ḥadīth could very well have served a second, 
though connected caliphal purpose.  The doctrine of the four Rightly Guided Caliphs 
appears to have been “firmly established” but not “universally accepted” by the mid-
third/ninth century.87  The reverential memory of Abū Bakr and ʿUmar was uncontested, 
but the status of ʿUthmān and ʿAlī continued to be debated; the legitimacy of ʿAlī‟s 
caliphate was an especially contentious issue.88  Al-Ma‟mūn‟s endorsement of ʿAlī in his 
proclamation of the Miḥna was part of the dialogue surrounding the status of the 
Rāshidūn in the early third/ninth century.89  The Caliph‟s unequivocal inclusion of ʿAlī 
served to “complete the Sunnī vision of the ideal caliphate.”90  The attempt to build a 
Sunnī consensus is equally evident in al-Ma‟mūn‟s promotion of the accounts of the first 
four caliphs‟ participation in and endorsement of the collection and codification of the 
Qur‟ān.  The Rāshidūn, as part of the construction of the Sunnī vision, paralleled debates 
on the caliph‟s control of theology in general and the Qur‟ān in particular. 
Abū ʿUbayd‟s collection and codification accounts are followed by two ḥadīth 
which explain the fate of the scroll held by Ḥafṣa.91  Despite this brief interlude, the 
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context for Ibn Masʿūd‟s reaction to ʿUthmān‟s canonization of the Qur‟ān, which 
follows, is clear.  As is well-known, several unauthorized Qur‟ānic texts survived 
ʿUthmān‟s order.92  Abū ʿUbayd gives much attention to the muṣḥaf of the Companion 
ʿAbd Allāh ibn Masʿūd (d. 32/653).  The language used in the report about Ibn Masʿūd‟s 
defiance of caliphal authority is telling:  “Ibn Masʿūd said: O people of Iraq or people of 
al-Kūfa, hide the maṣāḥif that you have because you have been deceived about them.  
Indeed, God says <Whoever deceives will bring his deception on the Day of Judgment> 
(Q 3:161).  So they lied to him about al-maṣāḥif.”93  This language of defiance is not, 
however, the only means Abū ʿUbayd uses to impugn the actions of Ibn Masʿūd and 
others who refused to destroy their personal copies of the Qur‟ān.  The author allots 
twenty-nine pages to the consequences of the propagation of unauthorized copies of the 
Qur‟ānic texts.  Abū ʿUbayd includes 124 report concerning variations from the 
ʿUthmānic text;94 most are instances of specific people reciting a particular verse or 
phrase in an atypical way.  The source of the variation is sometimes mentioned, including 
the muṣḥafs of Ibn Masʿūd95 and ʿUbayy ibn Kaʿb (d. c. 19/640-35/656).96   
Abū ʿUbayd‟ may have included these unauthorized variations in the text of the 
Qur‟ān as an illustration of the possible dangers of the proliferation of multiple Qur‟ānic 
texts.  They are reminiscent of the situation that prompted ʿUthmān to codify the muṣḥaf 
in the first place: “O Commander of the Faithful, preserve this community before they 
                                                                                                                                                 
doing this.  The following ḥadīth says explicitly that the governor was afraid it was different from the 
ʿUthmān‟s copy.  The reporter claims that he was successful in destroying it.  But Abū ʿUbayd is quick to 
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ḥadīth. Abū ʿUbayd, 156.  
92 For a comprehensive treatment of these texts see Arthur Jeffery, Materials for the History of the Text of 
the Quran: The Old Codices (Leiden: Brill, 1937). 
93 Abū ʿUbayd, 155.  
94 Abū ʿUbayd, 162-190.  
95 Ibid., 164.  
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differ in the Book like the Jews and the Christians.”97  All of the Rightly Guided Caliphs 
saw it as their duty to preserve and monitor the integrity of the Qur‟ān; failure to do so 
would result in the disintegration of the Muslim community.  These collection and 
codification narratives provide a powerful precedent for caliphal authority over the 
Qur‟ān.  Not only does the caliph have the authority to go against the sunna of the 
Prophet, as Abū Bakr did when he ordered the first collection, he has the right to destroy 
texts that differ from what he considers orthodox.  Al-Ma‟mūn claimed the same rights 
and obligation to the Muslim community, and he performed this duty by claiming control 
of the interpretation of the Qur‟ān and demanding that religious scholars acquiesce to his 
doctrine.   
While we have no definitive evidence that al-Ma‟mūn ordered Abū ʿUbayd to 
include these compilation accounts in his Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān, al-Ma‟mūn‟s record of 
scholarly patronage, Abū ʿUbayd‟s scholastic history, as well as the timing of the 
composition all suggest that the collection ḥadīth were intended to support al-Ma‟mūn‟s 
bid for religious authority.  As we saw with al-Jaḥiẓ, al-Ma‟mūn was known not only to 
support scholars who promoted his official policies, but also to dictate the content of the 
scholar‟s work.  Abū ʿUbayd wrote at least one book specifically to serve the ruling 
regime, as was the case with his Kitāb al-ʿAmwāl.  He wrote the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān 
during his stay at the Ṭāhirid court; the Ṭāhirids were a family heavily invested in the 
caliphate of al-Ma‟mūn.  Moreover, this book was written in the years between al-
Ma‟mūn‟s proclamation of the Miḥna and his enforcement of it.  All of this, combined 
with the book‟s emphasis on caliphal authority over the Qur‟ān, strongly suggest a 
connection between the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān and the Miḥna. 
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Chapter Four: The Inquisition Begins 
Al-Ṭabarī allots several pages to the enforcement of the Miḥna, and includes a 
number of letters purportedly written by al-Ma‟mūn to his deputy in Baghdad, Isḥāq b. 
Ibrāhīm, with instructions on how to proceed with the inquisition.  Enforcement of the 
Miḥna commenced in the year 218/833-4 with a letter sent from the Caliph to Isḥāq.  The 
letter begins: “God has made incumbent upon the imāms and caliphs of the Muslims that 
they should be zealous in establishing God‟s religion, which He asked them to guard 
faithfully, in the tradition of prophethood of which He has made them inheritors, in the 
tradition of knowledge which He has entrusted to their keeping.”98  After enumerating 
exactly what that guardianship entails, the Caliph explains his motivation for the Miḥna.  
The Commander of the Faithful has realized that the broad mass and the 
overwhelming concentration of the base elements of the ordinary people and the 
lower strata of the commonality are those who, in all the regions and far horizons 
of the world, have not farsightedness, or vision, or faculty of reasoning by means 
of such evidential proofs as God approves along the right way which he provides, 
or faculty of seeking illumination by means of the light of knowledge and God‟s 
decisive proofs.  [These persons are] a people sunk in ignorance and in blindness 
about God, plunged into error regarding the true nature of His religion and His 
unity and faith in Him; [they are] too far off the right track from His clear marks 
for guidance and the obligation of following in His way; [they are] people who 
fall short of being able to grasp the reality of God as He should be recognized, to 
acknowledge Him exactly as He should be acknowledged and to distinguish 
between Him and His creation.  This is because of the feebleness of their 
judgment, the deficiency of their intellects and their lack of facility in reflecting 
upon things and calling them to mind; all this arises from the fact that they 
consider as perfectly equal God Himself and the Qur‟ān which He revealed.99 
 
In the years leading up to the Miḥna, the western edges100 of the Abbasid Empire 
were rife with rebellion. In the year 198/814-15, Ḥusayn b. Ḥasan al-Afṭas led a revolt in 
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Mecca,101 and the following year an ʿAlīd revolt erupted in Yemen,102 and again in 
207/822-3.103  While not completely politically quiescent,104 it may have been the eastern 
edges of the Empire that presented the issues which al-Ma‟mūn used to justify the Miḥna. 
The people in this region could very well have been “sunk in ignorance.”  In the period 
leading up to and just after the Miḥna (175/791-250/864), Iran saw a brief but rapid 
period of conversion to Islam.105  Richard Bulliet notes that the process of conversion 
was “largely governed by access to knowledge,”106 and this knowledge came from 
religious authority at the local level which was “complex and fluid in the early Islamic 
centuries.”107  Lacking formal religious instruction, the only means new converts had of 
finding out what it meant to be Muslim and what was expected of them was to ask 
questions.108  
As Bulliet notes, “With thousands of people asking questions about Islam, the 
marketplace of answers was wild and colorful.”109  Many of these colorful answers came 
from popular preachers and storytellers known as wāʿiẓ (pl. waʿʿāẓ) and qāṣṣ (pl. quṣṣāṣ).  
Calling these preachers and storyteller the “principal channel of instruction for the 
common people,” Jonathan Berkey notes their crucial role in the articulation of Islam in 
the early centuries.110  They taught new converts the tenets of Islam including essential 
doctrines, ḥadīth, basic religious law, and enough of the Qur‟ān to perform prayer.  From 
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their beginnings in the first/seventh century, these popular preachers and storytellers 
concentrated on the Qur‟ān and its interpretation, and this inclination appears to have 
grown as time went on.111  Because these storytellers deviated from accepted 
interpretations of the Qur‟ān and occasionally made up ḥadīth112 they contributed 
significantly to the localization of the Islamic religion.  These popular preachers were not 
confined to the edges of the empire; they proliferated in cities such as Baghdad.  Ibn 
Ḥanbal lumped storytellers in with beggars as being “most prone to lying and deceit.”113  
 Geographic expansion contributed to the distortion of religious knowledge; on the 
edge, not only did the number of competent religious scholars thin, but the distance from 
the religious centers allowed for an increasingly imaginative interpretation of Islam. 
“This entire process,” Bulliet notes, “was assisted by the incapability or unwillingness of 
the caliphate to institutionalize alternative means of giving authoritative answers to 
religious questions.  As a consequence of this process, a dispersed and un-institutional 
locus of religious authority grew up outside of caliphal jurisdiction or control during the 
first two Islamic centuries.”114  These circumstances helped to justify the Miḥna.  
THE TRANSMISSION OF KNOWLEDGE 
Concurrent with this increasing propagation of misinformation was a “rise in the 
number of works in the Arabo-Islamic sciences which were given a fixed (book) 
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form.”115  This was due, in large part, to the introduction of paper and its intensive 
production at paper mills established by the Caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd in Iraq and Syria at 
the end of the second/eighth century.116  This rise of the written word was manifest 
physically in the sūq al-warrāqīn (booksellers‟ market) in Baghdad which, in the early 
third/ninth century reportedly held as many as one hundred stalls.117  The availability of 
books resulted in a new readership which included property owners, merchants, judges 
and jurists, physicians, poets, and teachers as well as other scholars.118  In proportion to 
total population this new readership was, of course, still very small.   
These new readers would, presumably, have incorporated the muṣḥaf into their 
reading curriculums as well as their book collections, and were therefore a key audience 
for al-Ma‟mūn promulgation of the connection between caliphal authority and the written 
Qur‟ān.  A larger readership meant more opportunities for individual interpretation of the 
text.  By claiming interpretation of the Qur‟ān as a caliphal right and duty, al-Ma‟mūn 
could control the changing relationship between the reader and the text; the Caliph 
decided its meaning and so controlled the individual views of the reader.   
This new and visible book culture, however, was only a piece of the system of the 
transmission of knowledge.  A variety of “collections of knowledge,” in the form of 
discrete lectures, recensions of lectures recorded in writing by students, and books in 
fixed form composed by authors, all continued to proliferate throughout the third/ninth 
century.119  Of those scholars who did compose written works, many did not give their 
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work a fixed form.  Mālik ibn Anas is a case in point; he preferred to transmit his al-
Muwaṭṭa’ orally, but did, on occasion, produce various written versions of the work.  He 
did not establish a “canonical version.”120  Abū ʿUbayd and al-Jāhiẓ were part of a group 
of scholars who did compose books in fixed form.121  The authors‟ fixed forms, however, 
may not have been maintained after the books left the hands of the composers.  Books 
were very often transmitted via lectures and could be modified through successive 
transmitters.  Works transmitted in writing could be revised, intentionally or not, by 
copyists.122   
It is impossible to know what sort of expectations al-Ma‟mūn had as to the fixity 
of the collection ḥadīth included by Abū ʿUbayd, but he would almost certainly have 
expected these ḥadīth to reach far beyond the literate population.  From the beginning of 
Islam, poets, teachers, and scholars gathered in the public mosques for study circles, and 
in the third/ninth century, people from a variety of social and intellectual backgrounds 
began attending mujālasāt to share and hear knowledge on a variety of topics.  In 
addition to being held in private homes, mujālasāt were convened in bookshops and 
public gardens.123  As noted above, Abū ʿUbayd relied heavily on information received at 
mujālasāt for at least one of his works.  It seems likely that, as a participant in these 
gatherings, he would also have transmitted his own works.  Because these gatherings 
were very often public, untold numbers of passersby would have had the opportunity to 
hear the collection ḥadīth from the mouth of an authoritative religious scholar.  Written 
and oral propagation of the collection and codification narratives included in Abū 
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ʿUbayd‟s Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān combined with the visual presence of the muṣḥaf  in the 
mosques and markets would have inculcated a good portion of the Muslim community 
with the ideology of caliphal authority over the Qur‟ān.  
ENFORCEMENT OF THE MIHNA 
In addition to explaining his motivation for the Miḥna, the letter sent from al-
Ma‟mūn to Isḥāq ordered the deputy to “interrogate the judges and traditionists.”124  The 
Caliph follows his diatribe about the ignorance of the masses, with his argument for the 
doctrine of the createdness of the Qur‟ān, which he bases on the text of the Book itself.125  
Then the Caliph finally addresses what he sees as the root of the problem: the ʿulamā’.  
The attack on the religious scholars is long and I include here excerpts to convey al-
Ma‟mūn‟s attitude toward them and the perceived threat: “Those are the people who 
dispute about vain and useless things and then invite others to adopt their views….They 
go on to make an outward show of being people of the divine truth, the [real] religion and 
the community of Muslims, and assert that all other people are of false belief, infidelity 
and schism.  They raise themselves up importunately against the people with these 
assertions, and thereby deliberately lead astray the ignorant,” and gain adherents who 
“[incline] towards agreement with their evil opinions, thereby acquiring for themselves 
glory in their eyes and securing for themselves leadership and reputation for probity 
amongst them.”126  The Caliph clearly saw the ʿulamā’ as a threat to his authority.   
Al-Ma‟mūn ends the letter with an order to “summon together all the judges in 
your sphere of jurisdiction” and test them on their beliefs concerning the createdness of 
the Qur‟ān, and to “inform them that the Commander of the Faithful will not seek the 
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assistance in any of his administrative tasks of anyone whose religion, whose sincerity of 
faith in God‟s unity and whose own religious beliefs are not deemed trustworthy.”  In 
order to retain their posts, they must declare publically that the Qur‟ān is created and be 
in “full agreement with the Commander of the Faithful concerning it.”127  It is striking 
that al-Ma‟mūn commands conformity with Caliphal authority rather than adherence to 
the Qur‟ān, which he has cited as evidence for the truth of the doctrine of createdness.  
It is unclear if Isḥāq failed to comply completely, or if the Caliph was unhappy 
with the results of the examination.  In any event, al-Ma‟mūn sent another letter ordering 
his deputy to send seven persons to him in Raqqah.  They were the ḥadīth scholar and 
historian Muḥammad b. Saʿd (d. 230/845), the Qur‟ān commentator and traditionist Abū 
Muslim (d. 206/821), the traditionist Yaḥyā b. Maʿīn (d. 233/847), the traditionist Abū 
Khaythama  Zuhayr b. Ḥarb (d. 234/848), Ismāʿīl b. Dāwūd; Ismāʿīl b. Abī Masʿūd; and 
the traditionist Aḥmed b. al-Dawraqī (d. 246/860).  The seven were duly sent and the 
Caliph “put them to the test (imtaḥanahum) and interrogated them about the creation of 
the Qur‟ān.  They all replied to him that the Qur‟ān was created.”128  This short section 
from al-Ṭabarī‟s History is not part of the correspondence between the Caliph and his 
deputy, but rather the historian‟s version of events written several decades after the 
failure of the Miḥna.  The account is cut and dried with no judgment on the scholars‟ 
willingness to so readily comply with the Caliph‟s demands.  Al-Ṭabarī does, however, 
place blame; he ends the account with, “What Isḥāq b. Ibrahim did in this matter was by 
the command of al-Ma‟mūn.”129 
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Not all scholars were so compliant.  On another occasion Isḥāq called twenty 
scholars and interrogated them as a group.  Among them was Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal.  Al-
Ṭabarī includes the details of the interrogations including the verbal gymnastics used by 
some of the scholars to circumvent the questions.  Isḥāq duly recorded the replies of each 
scholar and sent them to the Caliph who responded with specific advice for handling each 
scholar.130  Nine days after the first interrogation, Isḥāq held a second inquisition of the 
group, and all but four “confessed that the Qur‟ān was created.”131  After a night spent 
“loaded with iron fetters,” only three maintained their original positions.  After another 
night in shackles, only two refused to recant: Muḥammad b. Nūḥ and Aḥmad b. 
Ḥanbal.132  Ibn Nūh would not survive the Miḥna, but Ibn Ḥanbal would not only defy 
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Chapter Five: Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal and the Literary Response to the 
Miḥna 
Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal was born in 164/780 either in Baghdad or in Marv and taken 
to Baghdad as an infant.  He came from an Arab family who had participated in the 
Islamic conquest of the Sasanian Empire.  Ibn Ḥanbal‟s education began at a local kuttāb, 
where he learned reading, writing, and basic arithmetic.  At fourteen he began work in the 
diwan and had a promising future as a scribe, but as his modern biographer puts it, “his 
piety got in the way.”134  At that time, the government had a reputation for collecting 
taxes and expropriating land to which it had no right.  Pious men eschewed contact with 
the government.  At the age of fifteen Ibn Ḥanbal left the diwan and began collecting 
ḥadīth. This twenty-five-year-long pursuit took him to Kūfa, Wasiṭ, Basra, Mecca, 
Yemen, Tarsus, Ḥoms, and Damascus.  In 192/807-8 or 194/809-10, the jurisprudent al-
Shafiʿī  (d. 204/820) reportedly recommended Ibn Ḥanbal to the Caliph al-Amīn 
(r.194/809-197/813) for a qāḍīship, but because qāḍīs were so closely identified with the 
caliphate, Ibn Ḥanbal refused the position, threatening to cut off contact with al-Shafiʿī if 
he ever mentioned it again.135 
Because of their refusal to recant, Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal and Muḥammad b. Nūḥ 
were “loaded with fetters” and sent to Tarsus to be interrogated by the Caliph.  One 
wonders, however, how much faith al-Ma‟mūn had in his ability to change the mind of 
the piously obstinate Ibn Ḥanbal.  While the Caliph had advised Isḥāq to use logic and 
threats in dealing with the nineteen other recalcitrant scholars, his only comment about 
Ibn Ḥanbal was, “Tell him that the Commander of the Faithful has understood the 
significance of that view and his conduct regarding it, and from it he deduces as proven 
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his ignorance and defective intelligence.”136  In any event, al-Ma‟mūn died suddenly 
before the pair reached Tarsus and they were sent back to Baghdad.  Ibn Nūḥ died on the 
way.  Ibn Ḥanbal was put in prison.137  After going before the new caliph, al-Mu‟taṣim (r. 
218/833-227/842), and again refusing to assent to the createdness doctrine, Ibn Ḥanbal 
was severely beaten and left in prison for two years.138  My argument that Abū ʿUbayd‟s 
narrative was meant to underscore caliphal authority over the Qur‟ān is strengthened by, 
what I suggest is, the literary response of Ibn Ḥanbal in his monumental ḥadīth 
collection, the Musnad.   
Ibn Ḥanbal began his Musnad around 205/820-21.  The printed Cairo edition of 
the book contains about 27,600 ḥadīth, of which some four-fifths are repeats, meaning it 
contains around 5,200 different reports.139  The Musnad is only a small portion of the 
ḥadīth that Ibn Ḥanbal knew; his cousin Ḥanbal ibn Isḥāq (d. 273/886) quoted him 
referring to the Musnad: “I have collected and selected this book from 750,000.  
Whatever the Muslims disagree about by way of ḥadīth of the Messenger of 
God…consult it.  If you find it there…otherwise it is not probative.”140  It is the editorial 
choices made by Ibn Ḥanbal that are of interest to us here. 
Ibn Ḥanbal included in his Musnad considerably more ḥadīth that referred to the 
muṣḥaf than did the compilers of what would become the six canonical Sunnī ḥadīth 
collections.141   The Sunan (also known as the Musnad) of al-Dārimī  (d. 255/866) refers 
to the muṣḥaf only eight times; the Ṣaḥīḥ of al-Bukhārī  (d. 256/870) includes fifteen 
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references; the Ṣaḥīḥ of Muslim (d. 261/875) mentions the muṣḥaf seven times;  the 
Sunan of Ibn Mājah (d. 273/887) refers only three times to the written Qur‟ān; the Sunan 
of Abū Dāwūd (d. 275/888) has six references; and al-Tirmidhī‟s ( d. 279/892) Sunan has 
only four references to the muṣḥaf.  Ibn Ḥanbal‟s Musnad includes thirty-one ḥadīth that 
refer to the muṣḥaf.142  These numbers suggest that the written Qur‟ān was an issue 
during the lifetime of Ibn Ḥanbal, and I argue that Ibn Ḥanbal included these ḥadīth as a 
response to Abū ʿUabyd‟s emphasis on caliphal involvement in the compilation and 
canonization of the Qur‟ān. 
Several of Ibn Ḥanbal‟s ḥadīth make casual reference to the muṣḥaf.  There are 
two ḥadīth in which ʿĀ‟isha (d. 58/678), the wife of the Prophet, orders her mawla to 
“copy a muṣḥaf for her.”143  Three others concern an incident that presumably takes place 
during the final illness of the Prophet.  Abū Bakr was leading the payer and the people 
looked at his face “as if it were the leaf of a muṣḥaf.”144  Another notes people weeping 
“until they moistened their maṣāḥif.”145  One ḥadīth mentions Yazīd al-Fārsī, who “used 
to write al-maṣāḥif.”146  Because Ibn Ḥanbal includes both Prophetic ḥadīth and reports 
from the Companions, if no context is given, it is impossible to know exactly when these 
incidents occurred.  Some references are easier to date, at least approximately.  In one 
account, a man who “dictated al-maṣāḥif from memory” came to the Caliph ʿUmar 
asking for help with his ulcerated hand.147  Ibn Ḥanbal also includes the account of 
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ʿUthmān assassination while he had a muṣḥaf “between his hands,”148 and Muʿāwiyya‟s 
use of the muṣḥaf at the Battle of Siffīn (36/657).149   
Ibn Ḥanbal‟s approach to the collection of the Qur‟ān is completely different from 
that of Abū ʿUbayd.  Ibn Ḥanbal relates, “They collected al-Qur‟ān in maṣāḥif during the 
caliphate (fī khilāfa) of Abī Bakr, and men wrote and Abū b. Kaʿb dictated to them.”150  
There is no mention of Abū Bakr ordering the collection.  Moreover, Ibn Kaʿb‟s (d. 
29/649) involvement in the mass production of the maṣāḥif, according to Abū ʿUbayd, 
was under the direction the Caliph ʿUthmān; the Qur‟ān collected by Abū Bakr was not 
put into the form of a codex but was written on a scroll and put away for safe keeping.  
Ibn Ḥanbal does include Zayd ibn Thābit as one who “wrote al-maṣāḥif.”  After omitting 
a verse, Zayd stated that he had heard the Prophet recite the verse.  ʿUmar confirmed this 
so they included the verse in the muṣḥaf they were writing.151  Again, there is no context 
for this ḥadīth, but ʿUmar‟s presence suggests it is related to the collection during the 
caliphate of Abū Bakr.  In another ḥadīth152 Ibn Abbās questions ʿUthmān about his 
arrangement of specific sūras and his placements of the bism illāh.153  The plural “you” is 
used once in this exchange and so a group is presumably involved in the project, although 
no such project is mentioned; no context is given.  ʿUthmān‟s response to Ibn Abbās is 
that the Prophet, “when something was revealed to him, called someone to write and said 
to him, „Put this sūra where such and such is mentioned.‟”154  This process is related 
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three times in the report, clearly emphasizing prophetic involvement in the arrangement 
of the muṣḥaf, albeit without specifics.  
Ibn Ḥanbal, rather than including ḥadīth that state outright that Muḥammad 
collected the Qur‟ān in maṣāḥif, relates several reports that mention the muṣḥaf being 
used during the lifetime of the Prophet.  One reporter states that Muḥammad chose the 
placement of the muṣḥaf in the mosque; “It was between the minbar and the qibla.”155   
Another transmitter recalls that he heard that the Prophet forbade the muṣḥaf being taking 
into enemy lands.156  In another, a man brought his son to Muḥammad complaining that 
the boy read al-muṣḥaf day and night.  The Prophet told the father not to be angry 
because he was spending his nights safely.157   
This studying of the muṣḥaf by individuals without the guidance of an 
authoritative person occurs two more times in the Musnad.  In one report a woman 
challenges Ibn Masʿūd‟s prohibition of wearing false hair by declaring, “I studied what is 
between the two covers of al-muṣḥaf and I did not find what you say!”158  In a second 
ḥadīth, another woman questions Ibn Masʿūd‟s proscription of women altering their 
bodies with tattoos, plucking their hair and the like, and Ibn Masʿūd  tells the woman to 
“go and look.”  The woman returns and tells him that she “did not see it in al-muṣḥaf.”159  
It appears that Ibn Ḥanbal is attempting to normalize the written Qur‟ān.  By putting it in 
the hands of boys and women he creates a great distance between the muṣḥaf and caliphal 
authority.  The Prophet does not tell the father of the boy who spent his days and nights 
reading al-muṣḥaf to be sure that his son has the proper supervision when interpreting the 
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text of the Qur‟ān.  In the last ḥadīth Ibn Masʿūd orders the woman to inspect the Qur‟ān 
on her own, without offering any sort of official guidance or interpretation of what she 
reads.  Ibn Ḥanbal seems to be stressing the point that interpretation of the Qur‟ān need 
not come from caliphal authority; even boys and women are capable of examining the 
text on their own.  This was meant, however, to demean the caliph and not as a practical 
reality; the ʿulamā were to be the final authority on the interpretation of the Qur‟ān. 
Ibn Ḥanbal‟s treatment of the muṣḥaf of Ibn Masʿūd and his refusal to surrender it 
to the caliphal authorities also differs significantly from that of Abū ʿUbayd.  Ibn Ḥanbal 
makes no specific reference to ʿUthmān‟s canonization of the written Qur‟ān or to his 
order that all other texts be destroyed.  Ibn Ḥanbal includes a version of the ḥadīth that 
Abū ʿUbayd related, but in the Musnad its context is only that “al-maṣāḥif have been 
ordered to be changed.”  The sentence is in the passive voice with no mention of an 
agent.  Nor does Ibn Masʿūd tell the people of Kūfa to hide their maṣāḥif.  He instead 
states that he has recited seventy sūras “from the mouth of the Prophet.  Should I 
renounce what I took from the Messenger of God?”160  In another report Ibn Masʿūd 
explains that the differences in his muṣḥaf are due to the fact that the Qur‟ān came down 
to the Prophet in seven different readings.161  The defiant tone found in the account of 
Abū ʿUbayd is replaced with a calm logic.  The only reference Ibn Ḥanbal makes to 
specific discrepancies in al-maṣāḥif is the omission of al-muʿawwidhatan (sūras 113 and 
114) in the muṣḥaf of Ibn Masʿūd.  The Musnad has three different reports concerning 
these sūras, and in each one Ibn Masʿūd provides an explanation for their absence.  In 
one he simply states that “they are not from the Book of God.”162  In the other two, 
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however, he explains the omission with the sunna of the Prophet; Muḥammad recited the 
verses, not as part of the Revelation but rather as a sort of charm to fortify his grandsons 
al-Ḥasan and al-Ḥusayn.163  Surely Ibn Ḥanbal was aware of the many different versions 
of the Qur‟ān in circulation.  The inconsistencies either did not bother him or they did 
and the only possible remedy was a caliphal decree akin to that of ʿUthmān, the existence 
of which he ignored.  For Ibn Ḥanbal, caliphal authority over the Qur‟ān was, of course, 
out of the question.   
Although Ibn Ḥanbal may not have known Abū ʿUbayd personally, he was aware 
of his work.164  The prominence of the muṣḥaf in the Musnad in comparison with its 
treatment by other ḥadīth compilers of the ninth century suggests that Ibn Ḥanbal was 
responding to an issue that was important during his lifetime.  This is confirmed by Abū 
ʿUbayd‟s extensive treatment of the topic in his Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān, nearly forty percent 
of which is dedicated to the muṣḥaf.  By beginning this long section of his book with the 
collection and codification of the Qur‟ān by the Rightly Guided caliphs, Abū ʿUbayd 
emphasizes the caliphs‟ right to authority over the Word of God.  In opposition, Ibn 
Ḥanbal pointedly excludes caliphal involvement in the collection and codification of the 
muṣḥaf.  He instead relates a ḥadīth that states the Qur‟ān was collected during the 
caliphate of Abū Bakr. It was not instigated by ʿUmar, or ordered by Abū Bakr.  Rather 
than relating the ḥadīth about ʿUthmān‟s canonization of the text, Ibn Ḥanbal includes a 
report that says al-maṣāḥif has been ordered to be changed; caliphal involvement is not 
mentioned.  Abū ʿUbayd took great pains to explain the importance of the codification of 
the Qur‟ān; different versions of the text threatened the unity of the entire Muslim 
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community.  The language in Ibn Ḥanbal‟s ḥadīth almost implies subversive activity in 
changing the Word of God.  Ibn Ḥanbal does not completely ignore the collection and 
codification of the Qur‟ān.  He appears to be in a dialogue with Abū ʿUbayd on the topic, 
answering everyone one of Abū ʿUbayd‟s ḥadīth that emphasizes caliphal authority over 
the Qur‟ān with a report stating or implying that such authority never existed. 
THE RESPONSE OF IBN SAʿD 
Ibn Ḥanbal was not the only writer of the period who was silent on caliphal 
involvement in the collection and canonization of the muṣḥaf.  Although Muḥammad ibn 
Saʿd was among the first scholars to submit to al-Ma‟mūn‟s doctrine on the createdness 
of the Qur‟ān, his scholarly output, like that of his contemporary Ibn Ḥanbal, appears to 
deny caliphal authority over the Qur‟ān.  Little is known about the life of Ibn Saʿd.  He 
was born in Basra around 168/784, and at some point went to Baghdad where he became 
the scribe of the historian and judge Muḥammad b. ʿUmar al-Wāqidī (d. 207/822).165   
We have no information on how he supported himself after the death of al-Wāqidī.  Ibn 
Saʿd‟s most famous work, Kitāb al-Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā (The Book of Classes), which, in 
addition to a biography of the Prophet, provides information on 4,902 men and 629 
women, all of them transmitters of Traditions, was written as an aid to scholars studying 
ḥadīth.166  
Ibn Saʿd‟s entries on the first caliphs are surprisingly brief.  Abu Bakr and ʿUmar 
are treated together and no biographical information is given.167  The only references to 
their roles as caliph are several ḥadīth in which the Prophet tells the Muslims to emulate 
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these two because they will come after him.168  The ḥadīth extol their honesty, and 
ʿUmar‟s knowledge is emphasized.  Ibn Saʿd says nothing about their roles in the 
collection of al-muṣḥaf.  There is no entry on ʿUthman in this section.  ʿAlī‟s entry 
follows that of Abū Bakr and ʿUmar, and like theirs, there is no mention of his 
caliphate.169  One ḥadīth in ʿAlī‟s biography is of particular interest to this study: 
Ibn ʿAwn heard from Muḥammad who said: I was informed that ʿAlī delayed in 
his allegiance to Abī Bakr, so Abū Bakr came to him and said: Do you dislike my 
rule (imāra)?  (ʿAlī) said: No, but I have refrained for two days from putting on 
my cloak except to pray, until I collect al-Qur‟ān!  And Muḥammad (the narrator) 
said: They claimed he wrote it as it was revealed (ʿalā tanzīlihi).  Muḥammad 
said: If that manuscript (al-Kitāb) was obtained then it would be [a source of] 
knowledge.  Ibn ʿAwn said: So I asked ʿIkrima about that manuscript but he did 
not know it.170 
Although ʿAlī was many years away from being caliph, this collection of the 
Qur‟ān may possibly be considered a caliphal effort, in the same way ʿUmar‟s 
involvement in the collection by Abū Bakr can be called caliphal. ʿAlī‟s collection was 
not, however, done from a position of authority or in collaboration with the caliph.  
According to the Sunnī view, no one had ever seen this version of the written Qur‟ān and 
few people knew of its existence; it therefore had little, if any, impact on the Muslim 
community.171 
Ibn Saʿd‟s treatment of Ibn Masʿūd, although similar to that of Ibn Ḥanbal, 
includes some additional details. 
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ʿAbd Allāh ibn Masʿūd was preaching to us when [the command about] al-
maṣāḥif was ordered.  He mentioned deceptions (al-ghulūl) then said: Indeed, 
whoever deceives will bring [his] deception on the Day of Judgment.  They have 
deceived [about] al-maṣāḥif.  I recite according to the recitation of the one I love 
(the Prophet).  It is more preferable to me than reciting according to the recitation 
of Zayd ibn Thābit.  But for Him there is no other God.  I took from the 
Messenger of God some seventy sūras when Zayd ibn Thābit was a boy with two 
side locks172 playing with boys.  Then he said: But for Him there is no other God.  
If I know anyone who knows the Book of God better than me, and if the camels 
could reach him, then I would go to him.  Then ʿAbd Allāh left and Shaqīq (the 
narrator) said: I have sat in the [learning] circles of the Companions of the 
Messenger of God and those of others, but I have not heard anyone refute what he 
said.173 
 
Like the version included in the Musnad, the person ordering the change in the 
maṣāḥif is not named; the sentence is in the passive voice.  The party who carried out the 
codification of the written Qur‟ān is, however, named.  This identification of Zayd ibn 
Thābit is particularly interesting because Ibn Saʿd‟s lengthy biography of Zayd does not 
mention his role in either the collection or codification of the Qur‟ān.  The entry 
describes him as a scribe of the Prophet but does not include writing down the 
Revelations for Muḥammad as one of his scribal duties.174  Ibn Saʿd is equally silent on 
Ḥafṣa‟s role as keeper of the scroll on which Abū Bakr‟s collected Qur‟ān was written.175 
Ibn Saʿd does include a section on the collection of the Qur‟ān in his Ṭabaqāt.  
“The Collection of the Qur‟ān at the Time of the Prophet” (Dhikr man jamaʿa al-Qur’ān 
ʿalā ʿahd Rasūl Allāh )176  is comprised of eleven different versions of the collection; they 
differ from one another mainly in the names and numbers of individuals (four, five, and 
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six) who did the collecting.177  In eight of the accounts, the verb jamaʿa is used, which 
generally means to collect or compile.  Jamaʿa al-Qur’ān would imply that the individual 
verses and sūras of the Qur‟ān were gathered together and written down by the 
individuals mentioned in al-Ṭabaqāt.  There is, however, some ambiguity in the meaning 
of “to collect” when used in conjunction with al-Qur’ān, and oftentimes means to learn 
or memorize the Qur‟ān.178 
That the Qur‟ān was memorized rather than written down by these individuals is 
evident in the description of Ibn Masʿūd as a collector: “Ibn Masʿūd had obtained more 
than ninety sūras and he learned (taʿallama) the rest of the Qur‟ān from collectors.”179  
The verb taʿallama certainly points toward memorization rather than writing.  One other 
account uses akhadha al-Qur’ān. (He obtained the Qur‟ān.)180   Moreover, the term al-
muṣḥaf is never used in this section.  Ibn Saʿd makes no mention of Abū Bakr‟s 
collection of the Qur‟ān, and although he alludes to ʿUthmān‟s codified muṣḥaf, the 
Caliph‟s prominent role in the canonization process is not mentioned.  Like his 
contemporary, Ibn Ḥanbal. Ibn Saʿd is silent on caliphal involvement in the production of 
the muṣḥaf.  
Although Ibn Saʿd was one of the first of the ʿulamā’ to submit to the Miḥna, his 
scholarly output suggests he rejected caliphal authority in deciding matters which 
pertained to the Qur‟ān.  Because we know so little about Ibn Saʿd, it is difficult to 
speculate on his motivation for so readily assenting to al-Ma‟mūn‟s doctrine on the 
createdness of the Qur‟ān, and then follow up that assent with literary silence on the 
Rightly Guided caliphs‟ involvement in, and therefore authority over, the collection and 
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canonization of the muṣḥaf.  He may certainly have assented out of expediency and 
concern for his career.  He may also have wanted to avoid attacks from Mu‟tazalite 
scholars such as the one Ibn Ḥanbal received at the hands of al-Jāḥiẓ.181  All we know is 
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Conclusion 
Al-Ma‟mūn came to power after a brutal civil war which ended with the murder 
of his brother, the caliph al-Amīn.  In order to demonstrate his legitimacy and consolidate 
caliphal authority, al-Ma‟mūn executed a series of propaganda campaigns which 
culminated with the Miḥna.  Al-Ma‟mūn co-opted the literary output of al-Jāḥiẓ to 
underscore and promote his claims of legitimacy and religious authority.  The Caliph, I 
have argued, did the same with the Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān of Abū ʿUbayd.  Abū ʿUbayd was 
the first scholar to include the collection and codification ḥadīth in a written work, and 
the timing of the composition of the book as well as the author‟s residence at the Ṭāhirid 
court and monetary compensation from the Caliph suggests that the inclusion of these 
ḥadīth was at the behest of al-Ma‟mūn. 
With the Miḥna, al-Ma‟mūn claimed the authority to define the Qur‟ān.  The 
collection and codification ḥadīth, which emphasize caliphal authority over the written 
Qur‟ān, were a powerful precedent for the Caliph‟s right to interpret the Word of God. 
Directing Abū ʿUbayd to include them in his Faḍā’il al-Qur’ān served to reinforce their 
authenticity, give the accounts definitive wording, and, because the author was a 
respected member of the ʿulamā’, the ḥadīth were sure to be promulgated through the far-
reaching network of Islamic scholars and then passed on orally to the masses.  Ibn Ḥanbal 
refused to recognize the Caliph‟s right to religious authority.  In addition to refusing to 
assent to the Miḥna, he pointedly excluded the collection and codification ḥadīth from his 
Musnad.  This literary reaction to the Miḥna was a response to Abū ʿUbayd as well as a 
reiteration of his rejection of caliphal authority over the Qur‟ān.  
Al-Ma‟mūn chose to appropriate the muṣḥaf in his campaign for religious 
authority because the physical Qur‟ān was a prominent part of the Islamic material world.  
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By promoting the collection and codification ḥadīth, the Caliph intended for every 
Muslim who read, held, or saw the Qur‟ān to connect it to caliphal authority.  Al-Ma‟mūn 
was well aware of the power of the written word and he exploited the written word of 
God and scholar to promote his own religious authority. 
Throughout the Miḥna, the struggle between the Caliph and the ʿulamā’ was 
centered on the Qur‟ān, with both sides in the conflict claiming authority over its 
interpretation.  The Qur‟ān was, however, merely an instrument in a greater battle for 
religious authority.  Al-Ma‟mūn explicitly declared his authority over the eternal Qur‟ān 
and bolstered his assertion by using Abū ʿUbayd to make an implicit argument for 
caliphal authority over the material Qur‟ān.  Ibn Ḥanbal and Ibn Saʿd responded by 
denying the caliphal role in the definition of the written Qur‟ān, thereby undercutting al-
Ma‟mūn‟s claims to authority over interpretation of the Word of God.  This unique 
context provides us with an example of how two opposing groups used the writing of a 
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